Effective communication is essential in an efficient health service. Increasingly, such communication involves the electronic transfer of data from one computer system to another. The Information Management Group (IMG) of the National Health Service (NHS) plans eventually to introduce an electronic patient record which will be accessible wherever the patient is treated. If this plan is to function effectively, then all patient based information collected within the NHS must be consistent, unambiguous, and exchangeable. Thus it has become important to consider very carefully the way in which medical terms are coded and then grouped.
It was therefore decided that, in Read version III, the labelling function and the structure function of the codes should be separate properties. Thus the Read code will remain a unique identifier for a particular concept, but the codes can be grouped-by use of appropriate software-into whatever display tree may be required. Consequently, existing Read codes need not be changed, but simply added to. The separation of the labelling and structure function also means that diseases can appear at more than one position in the hierarchy.
The display hierarchy of core terms will consist of a series of 'parent' and 'child' links. Symmons, Sant There is some scepticism about the feasibility, or indeed desirability, of coding the entire medical record. However, the main concern of critics of Read codes is that the size and complexity of the thesaurus produced will render it unusable. No one complains that it is impossible to write a book containing all the words in the Oxfiord Dictionary. Authors would, however, complain if they looked up a word in the dictionary and could not find it. Similarly, it is not essential that computer applications should use the entire Read thesaurus. A computerised rheumatology drug monitoring programming will not need the Read codes for surgical operations on the breast. Nevertheless, all programmers of computer systems for use in the NHS should be able to find Read codes for the terms they wish to use.
